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This booklet is a compilation of handouts and blog posts from Included By Grace and Key 
Ministry blog.  
 
Visit more at www.includedbygrace.wordpress.com  
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Advice to churches from parents of children with additional 
needs. 

 

Accept the child as they are. Children with additional needs often have lives filled with 
professionals all trying to change them, and you may be one of the few people they meet 
who aren't doing this.  
 

For the children's worker to ask regularly how they can pray for the family and to talk 
about God and his involvement in their lives, particularly the child's - there are SO many 
professionals involved in these lives, but most are secular. And don't let the family miss 
more than one week before some kind of contact is made to show support and care. 
 

We have recently joined a church who have got it soooo right.  Our children's worker 
has offered to come and play so that my boys can get to know her. She has offered to make 
a quiet space for my diagnosed autie. [autistic child].  She communicates clearly. She allows 
him to communicate through his dragon. She gives him the space to be quirky and find his 
place in his way.  My boys are loving the kids work and we even got a craft home last week! 
She also comes and finds me after the service and lets me know how he got on which I love 
because neither of them process quickly enough to communicate what they did or if they 
found anything difficult. 
What I love most is that my children aren't viewed as problems or difficulties. They are 
valued exactly as they are and welcomed to be the people God created them to be. 
Another hint, when they ask 'how are you?' don't take fine for an answer because let's face 
it, we are rarely actually fine. Did deeper, ask how the child has slept, have we managed to 
anything for ourselves this week etc. 
 

While we are desperate for our children to be seen and loved, we also desperately 
need someone to truly see us. We have to be OK for everyone else. We have to have the 
answers for the medical people, the educators etc. We really want someone to see our pain 
and not call us superheroes but bring us a cuppa and a hug. 
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Tell me the good things my child did during the session and see their strengths as well 
as the challenges. As me what works for my child, one approach does not work for all. I love 
the kids church my son goes to. They do the above. They are flexible for him but also when 
there can have been a week of what can feel like negative feedback of what has gone on at 
school, to be told my son's strengths feels wonderful and lifts my spirits. 
 

Just as a lot of folks have mentioned it’s the 'ask' - Just because you've experienced a 
child with condition X or Y before don’t assume that it affects this child/family the same, 
read about it. (most parents won’t mind if you said 'I've read that P and Q can be a challenge 
is that right for your child or is there a different challenge I need to be aware of?"). The other 
is be honest - be honest if you don't know, be honest if you aren't sure if the group can 
support the child, be honest if you need help, be honest when you don't understand and 
don’t make promises you can’t keep - we can only help you help our child if we know where 
we all stand. 
 

Get to know the child and the family well enough to be able to babysit or take the child 
for a few hours' respite in school holidays (especially if there are siblings). Occasionally drop 
round with a pie or casserole; and leave with the family's laundry pile. Bring it back washed 
and ironed when you come back for your casserole dish! 
 

Listen to parents. Particularly when child is little and parents haven't got a diagnosis. 
Lots of parents in this situation feel low and like this is their fault in some way. They don't 
need someone telling them that. Make adjustments for child in children's groups. Do not 
say "you ought to give her a good slap and then she'd behave herself" (Yes this was actually 
said to me by a member of the church when my daughter was being loud in church). Have 
someone in the church who can advise on additional needs - often someone with 
knowledge can suggest simple things to children's church leaders which make all the 
difference and allow inclusion. Train your children's church leaders in inclusion and types of 
additional needs…When you are new to a setting, someone accepting and saying it is not a 
problem puts parents at ease. 
 

Come and bring me a cup of tea when I am standing far away with my son in a quiet 
place - I will be feeling isolated when everyone is chatting happily after the service (about 
the sermon I've just missed...) 
 

The most loved I ever felt was when a member of the congregation approached me in 
the middle of my child having a melt-down. She kept her distance but just asked whether 
there was anything she could do and whether I'd like tea or coffee. 
She knew there was nothing she could do but I was desperate to be loved in that moment 
when it was obvious that we were disrupting everything. That tea was the best I've ever 
had; because it was made with so much love. 
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Help to build an Accessible Church  

• Building an Accessible Church (1)  - https://goo.gl/FGksB8  
• Building an Accessible Church (2) - https://goo.gl/cnMCcs  
• Building an Accessible Church (3) Revival is coming - https://goo.gl/QUJojr  
• Building an Accessible Church (4) Start with some training - https://goo.gl/x2s96V  
• 6 ways to build a team - https://goo.gl/n7dBdL 
• Mission and People with Learning Disabilities  - https://goo.gl/R7D8Aa  
• Welcoming those with Autism and Asperger Syndrome in our Churches and Communities - 

https://www.stalbans.anglican.org/wp-content/uploads/1969/12/autism_guidelines.pdf  
 

Four characteristics of church environments ready to welcome special 
needs families.  

 www.keyministry.org  9th August 2018 -  https://goo.gl/CnrXsU  
 
I have often thought that one of the most interesting stories in the Bible is the story of Jesus 
interacting with a blind man from the town of Bethsaida. This story is found in the gospel of Mark 
and is recorded as one of the few times that Jesus had to progressively work to heal someone. After 
having to touch the blind man a second time thus completing the healing process, Mark says that 
Jesus says something strange. “Don’t go back into the village on your way home” (Mark 8:26 NLT). 
 
This was after Jesus led the man out of the village in order to address his needs. This is not the first 
time that Mark records something peculiar about the healing ministry of Jesus. Mark also records 
that Jesus had difficulty doing miracles in his hometown Nazareth (Mark 6:4-5). 
 
Many scholars believe that one of the major reasons that Mark records these encounters is to 
demonstrate the critically important role of environment when observing the ministry of Jesus, 
particularly to the disability community. 
    The majority of Jesus’ miracles were performed in the earliest days of his ministry, and while he 
healed many people with disabilities, a summary of his ministry to the disability community suggests 
that his healing ministry was more about creating opportunities for true community than it was 
correcting people’s disabilities. 
    Mark’s gospel helps to emphasize the importance of having the right type of environment for 
developing a Christ-centred approach to meeting the needs of the special-needs and disability 
community, a need that is not simply centred around physical healing but finding a community of 
faith that they can call home. 
 
As a pastor who is learning to navigate the world of my own autism diagnosis as well as the world of 
leading a church, I am often asked by special-needs families how to find a church that can help meet 
their spiritual needs. What are some of the ways that families can discover if the environment is 
right for the development of a healthy Christ centred ministry to the special needs/disability 
community? 
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WHILE MANY CHURCHES ARE STRUGGLING TO MEET THE NEEDS OF THESE FAMILIES IN THEIR 
COMMUNITY, I HAVE FOUND THAT THERE ARE FOUR CHARACTERISTICS OF CHURCHES THAT 
ALREADY HAVE THE TYPE OF ENVIRONMENT THAT CAN OVER TIME SERVE AS A FOUNDATION FOR 
BUILDING A SOLID SPECIAL-NEEDS MINISTRY FOR FAMILIES WHO NEED THEIR SUPPORT. 

People over programs. 

Churches that value people over programs have the type of environment that is conducive to 
creating a great special needs ministry. More often than not churches in the beginning stages may 
be unable to meet the required resources for a complete special needs ministry, however a church 
that prioritizes people over programming normally has the proper attitude even if the currently lack 
the proper accommodations. Our church learned this valuable lesson a few years ago when we 
adjusted an entire summer program to ensure that we could meet the needs of one family with 
special needs children. 

Celebrated not tolerated. 

A church that has the right environment for a Christ centred ministry to those with special needs has 
an environment where difference is celebrated and not merely tolerated. Churches that value 
diversity normally already have a great culture for creating ministry for special needs families. Ethnic 
and racial diversity is important but in addition look for diversity of leadership, diversity of thought, 
diversity of age. Churches that value the voices of all types of people tend to have a strong value for 
acknowledging and celebrating the image of God seen in all people. 

Circles over rows. 

The Sunday morning worship experience is the gateway for most families into the life of the church 
but churches that have a strong emphasis on interpersonal relationships most often have a strong 
sense of community. Churches that have a focus on facilitating those type of relationships more 
often than not promote some form of small group involvement as the primary vehicle for 
relationship building and discipleship. Churches who focus on getting people into circles instead of 
merely settling for sitting in rows can be the type of church that has the right environment for 
creating a great special needs ministry. When relationships, friendships, and discipleship are a larger 
focus than Sunday worship, churches tend to be more open to developing a ministry that includes 
special needs families in their overall vision for creating Christ-centred community. 

Pastor approval vs. Pastor apathy 

Anything important that happens at a church is normally because it is important to the pastor and 
leaders of the church. As a pastor I can say that most pastors are extremely busy people with 
extremely unpredictable lives and schedules. On the other hand, as a pastor I can say that like most 
people, pastor’s make time for what’s important. They are mission and vision driven. Churches that 
have a great environment for building a ministry for special needs families are churches that have 
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the pastor’s public approval and not just the pastor’s private acknowledgement for the need to care 
for the spiritual needs of the disability community. While the pastor doesn’t have to be the direct 
leader or overseer of the ministry, he or she should be a leading voice in exposing the congregation 
to the need to serve special needs families. This can be done in a variety of ways, but as the primary 
communicator to the congregation, the pastor must lead the charge. If you find a church where the 
pastor even periodically speaks about the need to serve special-needs families, you may have found 
a church that is headed in the right direction. 
 
Dr. Lamar Hardwick is the lead pastor of New Community Church and the author of I am Strong: The 
Life and Journey of an Autistic Pastor and Epic Church: 5 Steps to Becoming the Church Jesus is 
Building. You can follow him at www.autismpastor.com and on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
 
 

Tips on engaging ALL children in your Sunday Club sessions. 

 

1. It’s not school.  Forget the ‘lesson’ and concentrate on the 
children knowing God.  Children who don’t like school, who feel 
stressed at school or who fail at school, aren’t going to like more 
of the same. Even children who like school might like a rest from 
the same things!  See point 3… 

 

2. Build relationships.  Know the children and who they are/ what 
makes them tick and be friends with them.  Don’t brush off their 
difficult questions – discover together and don’t ignore it.  
Connect with their interests whatever they are.  

 

3. Play more.  Don’t always do craft.  Have options for those who 
don’t like craft, such as the Action Bible, Lego, board games, 
model making, drama, puppets, video.  Ask the children how they 
would plan a session…  

 

4. Structure your session into blocks and communicate this to all 
kids by a list or a visual timetable.  It doesn’t have to be a free for 
all.  Don’t spring surprises on children who need predictability and 
routine.   

 

5. Have two rules…Be kind, be safe.  Say what you do want rather 
than “don’t” ; “Stop” ; or “no”.  If a child is running around and 
being unsafe it is best to say something like… “Good walking,” or 
“You can sit in the quiet corner,” (instead of with the other 
children in a circle and hopefully where you have put some 
attractive toys to help them be engaged.) 

 

6. Chant, sing, use pictures, mime or signs or act out God’s Word.  It 
will stick in their minds more than reading will.  Watch kid’s TV 
and see how the presenters talk to the children.  Simple sign 
language is good for everyone to learn and you can find BSL or 
Makaton signs on YouTube.  Songs are a good way to start with 
signing.  
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7. When you plan – think of just one key sentence you’d like to get 
across.  Slow down, tell a bit of the story each week so  they don’t 
end up sitting for too long.  Make each key sentence a truth about 
Jesus.  Eg. The story of Jonah = “God sends a rescuer to save 
people from their sins.”  

 

8. Behaviour – a structured but flexible approach and getting to 
know the children really well will help – but in the session remind 
of the 2 rules and then use your additional adults to come 
alongside the child and do something else.  Distraction, planned 
alternatives and choices are better than insisting on compliance.  
It’s best not to get into ‘verbal combat’.  Think about ‘why’ the 
child is struggling to behave.  

 

9. Application – give them a practical task to take home – apply the 
main teaching point.   For example, can they find someone to say 
thank you to each day?   Can they show someone a kindness this 
week?  Could they talk to a child who is on their own in the 
playground?  Could they act out the Bible story with their friends 
or their toys?  Etc.  

 

 

Develop prayer in practical ways, do lots of it and get the children 
involved. Be still, focus on a spiritual verse or poem, a piece of music. 
Give symbols or pictures for them to choose if they don’t like to use 
words. Make them active in prayer and report back when prayers are 
answered. http://www.bristol.anglican.org/i/wp-
content/uploads/2011/06/Creative_Prayer_ideas.pdf 
http://www.prayerspacesinschools.com/resources/?ps=12   

 
Play ideas for starters!  Think Actions, Doing, Seeing not just listening and writing 

                                                        
Memory verses on duplo to put together.                             A model of Moses and the burning bush. 

                                                         
Board games and card games build cooperation skills.                          Bible Bingo. 
 
Prayer Duplo bricks, prayer trees, prayer photo wall, prayer pebbles, prayer blanket, prayer walk… 
lots of ideas online.   
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Teaching, Equipping and Flourishing – Teens with Additional 
Needs growing into the Body of Christ. 

 
 

 

A lot of advice is concentrated on children with additional needs or 
occasionally for supporting adults.  There isn’t much out there for 
recognising the unique needs of teenagers with AN and their transition 
into the adult world. 
As churches and youth workers what are these challenges?  
Teenagers with AN are facing the same challenges of puberty, growing 
up, leaving school and finding their place in the world as all teenagers 
are.  But they have significantly less opportunities than most young 
people. 

 
 

 

Social inclusion, having opportunities to make friends and be part of a 
peer group is what many want but don’t have.  
 

• Less chance of gaining good qualifications  
• Less chance of getting a job or apprenticeship  
• Less chance of being able to live independently 
• More chance of being the victim of a hate crime 
• Less likely to have a supportive friendship circle 
• Most likely to need support of some kind throughout their lives 
• Less opportunities to be able to use their gifts and talents 
• As able as anyone else to be part of God’s family!  

 
 

 

Challenge 1 – Growing Up 
• Talk to them & get to know their strengths and ambitions - talk 

to parents / support the family.   
• Understand how they will grow and change physically.  
• Transition from Youth groups into young adult. Maybe 

developing a leader/helper role.  
• Teaching about teen issues – drink, drugs, risks, sex, exploitation, 

respect, consent, Baptism, marriage, faith, suffereing… etc.  
Communicating in an appropriate way for them.  

• Develop a habit of Bible learning and prayer. 
 

 

Chelsea’s main points: 
• Talk to the person themselves. 
• Ask them what they want, or what their problems are. 
• Help them be friends with others and use their talents in the 

church. 
Chelsea was baptised last year and also organised a whole church talent 
show to raise money for a charity when one of her friends passed away.  
She’s a talented actress and singer too.  
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Challenge 2 – Social Inclusion 
• Ask the young person what they want. 
• Keeping them with their peers rather than younger children?  
• Encouraging and enabling social invitations. 
• Encouraging interdependence between all the kids the same age 

(group projects for eg.) 
• Supporting a ‘buddy’ group for those with learning disabilities or 

severe needs.  

 

Challenge 3 – Spiritual Development 
• Find ways of accessing the whole Bible (eg. Lego Bible, Graphic 

Bible, Interactive Websites, specialist resources from Prospects 
etc.)  

• Make a plan with the young person and parents to move through 
a set of topics in a year or set time.  

• Make or find resources  
• Teach them how to pray. 
• Involve them in contributing to church life. 
• Make church life accessible.  
• Develop true friendships with all ages. 
• Have high expectations of their ability to access God’s word and 

the Holy Spirit’s ability to teach them!  

 

John’s main points:  
John has been to church since he was a baby.  His first word was 
“Hallelujah!” 
Although his church groups were well led and used lots of inclusive 
practice,  John’s mum says he never was invited to any other child’s 
parties.   
John has a real gift for computing and operates the SongPro system at his 
church.  
John likes the way we use the Easy English Bible which he can understand 
better. 
He likes being able to pass on his computer knowledge and train others 
to use the program. 
John would still like friends he could meet outside church, and would 
love to meet a nice woman he could marry.   

 
Church workers – do you talk with CYP and adults with disabilities about sex?  - 
https://goo.gl/8bNWB6   
  
https://vimeo.com/216995434 - The Lord’s prayer signed in Makaton by the Good News 
Group.  

  

www.includedbygrace.wordpress.com
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Adults with learning disabilities in the church 

• http://www.scba.org.uk/uploads/1/7/1/3/17134848/prospects_-
_ministry_with_people_who_have_learning_disabilities.pdf   - An article explaining 
the place of people in the church and some ideas of how to develop good ministry to 
adults with LD.  

• www.includedbygrace.wordpress.com – my blog.  Experiences, articles, advice about 
leading a ministry with adults with LD over the past 12 years.  

• https://www.churchofscotland.org.uk/resources/learn/publications/learning_disabili
ties - resources, articles and links for including and discipling adults with LD in 
church.  

• https://www.counteveryonein.org.uk  - providing events at Keswick convention, 
Spring Harvest, Word Alive, Catalyst for adults with LD.   
 

             
Interactive prayer ideas so adults with LD can learn to develop their own prayer life.  
 

                                         
       Lego and other practical activities                     A specific service aimed at adults with LD 
       can be a way to teach the Bible.                       can be a way to invite then to church.  
 

                          
Puppets can be particularly engaging and interactive. They can also say “I don’t understand” 
so that we can explain things simply.  Adults can explain things to the puppet which can 
empower them.  
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Resources 

Online: 
• http://additionalneedsalliance.org.uk – great website for resources and information 
• https://www.facebook.com/groups/additionalneedsalliance/  -  Additional Needs 

Alliance Facebook group  
• https://www.urbansaints.org/campaign/additionalneeds  - Mark Arnold runs the 

Urban Saints Additional Needs Ministry  
• https://theadditionalneedsblogfather.com – Mark Arnold’s blog  
• https://www.methodist.org.uk/our-work/our-work-in-britain/children-and-

youth/belonging/  - A conference recently run by the Methodist Church.  You can 
watch again and download resources 

• https://www.throughtheroof.org/supportingyou/  - Through the Roof Charity has 
some excellent blogs, books and other resources.  Become a “Roofbreaker” to be the 
disability champion in your church.  

• http://www.take5andchat.org.uk – A café style ministry to families with children 
with AN. Will give anyone advice and support to set up their own church ministry.  

• https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/family-life/parent-support/parenting-
additional-challenges/additional-needs-support - Care for the Family have advice, a 
befriending service, parenting courses for additional needs and lots more.  

• https://www.keyministry.org – an American ministry that is worth signing up to for 
their regular blog posts and articles.  Lots of practical advice.  

 
Lynn’s blog – https://includedbygrace.wordpress.com  - articles, advice and stories covering 
children and adults with learning difficulties and/or autism.   

 Books and publications  

                                                   The NIrV Accessible Bible  
https://www.10ofthose.com/uk/products/22604/nirv-accessible-edition-new-testament   
£8.00      

               
 
Through the Roof's newest publication, due out in April - A Church That Cares (pastoral care 
for families affected by disability.) 
 


